





Omaha Business Men’s Association

that the aroused businessmen join
him in prayer! According to Wattles,
Martin tore into him, declaring: “There
is a time to pray and a time to fight, and
this is the time to fight.”s2

Gilbert Hitchcock, a Democratic
congressman and publisher of the
Omaha World-Herald, also rose to
speak at the dinner. While he also paid
tribute to the old business leader, he
felt obliged, he said, “to strike a discor-
dant note” and defended the labor
movement.5 His comments obviously
were unwelcome in this audience, but
they demonstrate that key elements in
the local business community had not
enlisted in the open shop cause. In fact,
none of the city’s three daily
newspapers were part of the effort.
BMA members were especially bitter
about the coverage of the 1903 strike.
Apparently only weekly papers were
fully in their camp, and two of them
sought to exploit their open shop back-
ing.>* Other local businesses also shied
away from the BMA. As already men-
tioned, the Union Pacific and the pack-
ers were not represented in the
BMA'’s inner circle, nor were any of
Omaha’s breweries. It is also
noteworthy that none of the city’s
Jewish businessmen were found within
those ranks. One of Omaha’s largest
department stores was owned by the
Brandeis family, and while its members
were active in a range of local business
activities (including the Commercial
Club), there is no hint of their involve-
ment in the BMA.*5

The moving forces in the Omaha
open shop crusade were neither from
the ranks of big business, nor were they
particularly cosmopolitan. For the
most part they represented estab-
lished local firms and normally were
tied to the Omaha metropolitan area.s¢
When Euclid Martin returned from his
first Citizens Industrial Association
meeting in 1904, he stated:

We were in no sense representative of the trusts;
we have no steel or Standard Qil members. It is
more than possible that before long we may have
to fight the trusts on the one hand, just as we fight
the labor unions on the other.s?

His probably was not an isolated com-

ment. Omaha businessmen often com-
plained about trusts and railroads
(when they were not fuming about
unions). But the BMA influentials did
not lead their organization into other
battles. They were content to use it to
fight organized labor — and nothing
else.’8 BMA spokesmen claimed their
efforts were a defensive move in the
face of extreme provocation. In retro-
spect such fears may seem unfounded,
but they apparently were felt by many
who enlisted in open shop ranks during
the Progressive Era. Still it should be
emphasized that the BMA did not rep-
resent the sentiments of all local
employers. Many joined, to be sure,
some out of conviction or self-interest,
others perhaps because of convenience
or peer pressure. Its large membership
probably obscured a range of employer
attitudes toward organized labor.

- The BMA was a permanent fixture in
Omabha labor relations for more than
three decades. Formed in 1903, it
played a prominent part in labor dis-
putes that year, and in 1909, 1917, 1935,
and 1938-39. It was also given a great
deal of credit by organized labor for the
passage of a strict anti-picketing law in
1921.5° Many unions survived, but the
open shop mentality became part and
parcel of the local business ethos.
When the Teamsters Union finally won
a short strike in 1937, one observer later
claimed, “It was the first strike victory
in the recollection of the oldest Omaha
union worker.”® Perhaps that was an
exaggeration, but it is an indication of
how persistent the local anti-union
effort had been.

Insomerespects Omaha’s open shop
movement seems quite similar to those
in other cities which have been studied.
Of course, the BMA was a secret
organization and much of its past
remains hidden. But the identity of
more than thirty BMA influentials is
known, and an examination of that sam-
ple establishes a close connection or
“an interlocking directorate” between
the Commercial Club and the open
shop cause. The anti-union movement
in Omaha was led by prominent local
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businessmen as was the case in other
cities. .

Little if any hard evidence, however,
connects the largestlocal firms with the
BMA. This may be an important
divergence from the experience
elsewhere, for recent scholarship on
the open shop effort in Minneapolis
and San Francisco indicates such par- -
ticipation.®! Another difference (at
least in regard to the situation in San
Francisco) may be the fact that the
BMA postponed its final defeat until
early 1939. But whether the organiza-
tion itself continued to play a substan-
tive role in the anti-union fight that late
is unclear.5? Perhaps by then it was only
a symbol of the open shop cause. More
research on Omaha and other midwes-
tern and western cities not yet studied
is warranted. It seems unlikely,
however, that such scholarly efforts will
find many communities of this size
where the open shop cause met with
such early success and persisted so
long.
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